Board of County Commissioners
Board Work Session
Wednesday, January 19, 2022
2:00pm to 2:30pm
Building 1, Room 280

This meeting is livestreamed on the Thurston County YouTube Channel.

AGENDA
I.

Speed Limits on County Roads – Decision Requested

Disability Accommodations: Room 280 is equipped with an assistive listening system and is wheelchair
accessible. To request disability accommodations, call the Reasonable Accommodation Coordinator at
least 3 days prior to the meeting at 360-786-5440. Persons with speech or hearing disabilities may call
via Washington Relay at 711 or 800-833-6388.

Thurston County Board Briefing
Briefing Date/Time:

January 19, 2020, 2:00 p.m.

Office/Department &
Staff Contact:

Public Works

Topic:

Speed Limits on County Roads

Scott Lindblom, County Engineer (x2329), Matt Unzelman, Traffic
Engineering & Operations Manager, (x2335) Becky Conn, Civil
Engineer (x2349)

Purpose:
(check all that apply)

Information only
Decision needed

Optimal Time Frame for Decision is:
(January/2022)

Follow up from previous briefing

Synopsis/Request/Recommendation: (One or two sentences identifying your primary objective for this session)

Public Works will review how speed limits on County Roads are established, reviewed, and revised in Thurston
County and seek direction from BoCC on proposed revisions to County Resolution 12083 regarding
establishment of, and alteration to speed limits on Thurston County roads. This is a follow up to the December
15, 2020 public hearing.

Background
Standards
Thurston County is obligated to follow Federal Regulations, Revised Code of Washington (RCW) and Thurston
County Code (TCC) when considering speed limit changes. These include:
•

The Manual of Uniform Traffic Control Devices: Adopted as a national standard by 23 Code of Federal
Regulations (CFR), Part 655, Subpart F and is applicable to a public road or road open to the public;

•

RCW 46.61.415 - When local authorities may establish or alter maximum speed limits

•

TCC 12.105 – Sets Thurston Counties speed limits and restrictions

Based upon the above regulations, speed limits may be reviewed and revised. Establishing or revising speed
limits shall be based upon an engineering study or authorized statutorily (e.g., all platted subdivision streets shall
be 25 mph).
Importance of setting appropriate speed limits
The primary purpose of speed limits is to enhance safety by reducing risks imposed by drivers speeding choices.
The intent is to reduce disparities in speeds which could result in drivers making inappropriate decisions (i.e
passing with limited sight distance) and reduce the potential vehicle conflicts. Setting inappropriate speed limits
could affect liability for the County.
Speed Limit Revision Process
Public Works has broken down the speed limit revision process into five steps.
Step1: Receive a Request
Speed limits in Thurston County get reviewed for a variety of reasons, mostly due to public requests. Some
reviews are also generated by staff during safety reviews or if there are changes to a roadway such as land use,
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surfacing (e.g., gravel to paved), traffic volume, etc…
In the Decemebr 15, 2020 public hearing regarding Speed Limit Revisions, the BoCC expressed concern over
the lack of public involvement at the public hearing and why staff would consider a speed limit revision based
upon a single service request. Staff took time to review the current speed limit process and consider alternate
approaches. Staff reached out to other counties through the Washington Association of County Engineers
(WSACE) and received numerous responses. Staff also reached out directly to Pierce and King Counties. The
general response was that speed limits are evaluated on a case by case basis, usually in response to a citizen
request. This is similar to Thurston County’s current process for speed limit reviews and revisions.
Step 2: Engineering Study
Staff consider many factors when evaluating speed limit revisions. Some of these factors are defined by Federal
and State Law and are investigated through measurements and field review. Below is an outline of factors
considered:
Traffic Characteristics

Roadway Characteristics

•

Vehicle speeds

•

Curves

•

Traffic and truck volumes

•

Hills

•

Commercial activity

•

Spacing of driveways

•

Pedestrian activity

•

Road surface condition

•

Collison history

•

Speed limits on adjacent roadways

Step 3: Informal Public Comment
Informal public comment is gathered, usually either through an open house or letter, to understand the affected
communitys viewpoint.
Step 4: Proposed New Speed Limit
Staff and the BoCC are also guided by County policy (Resolution 12083) which provides additional guidance
when revising a speed limit in Thurston County. This guidance includes:
•

Seeking input from the Sheriff’s office and affected public

•

Limiting the extent any speed limit may be revised

Using the outcome of the engineering study, public comment and the restrictions outlined in Resoluction 12083
a proposed new speed limit is determined.
Step 5: BoCC Consideration and Adoption
Public works presents the recommented speed limit revisions at a public hearing and the BoCC considers
adoption of the proposed revised speed limits.
Limitations of current County policy and recommended updates
Section 4 of Resolution 12083 states the speed limit shall not be established below the lower limit of the 10-mph
pace speed or 5 mph less than the 85th percentile speed. The current code language limits the extent to which
engineering judgement can be applied. In contrast, in federal and state law these limits are recommended
considerations and engineering judgement is not restricted. Engineering judgement allows qualitative
characteristics (commercial and pedestrian activity and roadway characteristics) to justify a safe and reasonable
speed limit. Other counties in Washington allow more consideration of engineering judgement.
Staff will review several examples of locations in Thurston County where the application of engineering
judgement is restricted by Resolution 12083 potentially affecting liability in the future.
Staff will be requesting the BoCC set a Public Hearing to receive public comment and consider adopting a new
resolution modifying the language to allow more engineering judgement when evaluating speed limits.
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Documents Attached:
•

Speed Limit on County Roads PowerPoint

Summary & Financial Impact:
No significant financial impact.

Affected Parties:
E.g. County residents, community organizations, other County offices/departments, etc.

Public, BoCC, Public Works

Options with Pros & Cons:
Below ~ List all viable options. Begin with underlined option title, then add pros and cons, financial impact of each, as
well as affected parties (e.g. County residents, community organizations, etc.)

1.

Option 1: Adopt a new Resolution on speed limits

Pro: Staff would not be required to establish speed limits above the lower limit of the 10 mph pace
speed or within 5 mph less than the 85th percentile speed. Staff would also be able to use engineering
judgement to consider collision history, roadway geometrics, presence of pedestrians and bicyclists,
number of driveways and other considerations in addition to the 85th percentile speed and 10 mph pace
speed range.
Con: None
2.

Option Title: No modification to County Resolution on speed limits

Pro: No changes to current process for evaluating and establishing speed limits.
Con: Staff would be required to establish speed limits above the lower limit of the 10 mph pace speed
and within 5 mph less than the 85th percentile speed. Staff would not be able to use engineering
judgement to consider collision history, roadway geometrics, presence of pedestrians and bicyclists,
number of driveways and other considerations in addition to the 85th percentile speed and 10 mph pace
speed range.
Board Direction:

Next Steps/Timeframe:
Based on the Board’s recommendation, describe the next steps required in order to bring this item to
conclusion. Include the time frame for each step, and when the Board should expect to see this
issue before them again.
Authorize staff to proceed with submitting an AIS to set a public hearing to consider revising County
Resolution 12083 for March 2022.
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Agenda
• National, State and County Standards
• Setting Appropriate Speed Limits
• Speed Limit Revision Process
• County Resolution 12083 – Proposed Changes
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National and State Standards
• Manual of Uniform Traffic Control
Devices (MUTCD) is adopted as the
national standard by 23 Code of
Federal Regulations (CFR), Part 655,
Subpart F
• Applicable to all public roads

• Revised Code of Washington (RCW)
46.61.415
• Local Agencies may establish speed
limits between 20 mph and 60 mph
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County Standards
• Thurston County Code (TCC) 12.105

• Maximum speed limit on all county roads
is 50 mph unless established otherwise
• Speed Limits will be as designated in the
Thurston County Speed Limit Schedule

• Thurston County Resolution No. 12083
• Outlines process for an Engineering Study
• States speed limits shall be established

• Within 10 mph of the 85% Speed
• Not below the lower limit of the 10 mph pace
speed
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Setting Appropriate Speed Limits
Safety
• Reduce disparities in
speeds
• Reduce potential vehicle
conflicts
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Liability
• Setting inappropriate
speed limits could lead to
liability for the County
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Speed Limit Revision Process
Step 1

• Receive a Request

Step 2

• Engineering Study

Step 3

• Informal Public Comment

Step 4

• Proposed New Speed Limit

Step 5

• BoCC Consideration and Adoption
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Step 1: Receive a Request

1/19/2022

Public

County
Engineer or
Public Works
Staff

Permitting/
Development
Process

Changes to
Roadway
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Other Jurisdictions’ Process
• Staff reached out to other Counties through the Washington
Association of County Engineers (WSACE)
• Received responses from 13 different Counties
• Thurston County’s process is very similar to other Washington
Counties
• Reviews are triggered by a single citizen request
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Step 2: Engineering Study
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•Vehicle Speeds
•Traffic & Truck Volumes
•Commercial Activity
•Pedestrian Activity
•Collision History

•Curves
•Hills
•Spacing of Driveways
•Road Surface
Conditions
•Adjacent Roadway
Speeds

Traffic
Characteristics

Roadway
Characteristics
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Step 3: Informal Public Comment
• Open House/Send Letters
• Obtain road information from residents
• Do citizens generally support or oppose a speed limit revision?
• Address any public comment received
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Step 4: Propose New Speed Limit
Engineering
Study
Resolution
12083

Public
Comment

Revised
Speed
Limit
1/19/2022
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Step 5: BoCC Consideration and Adoption
• Public Hearing

• Public Works presents recommended speed limit revisions

• Adopt Revised Thurston County Speed Limit Schedule by Ordinance
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County Resolution 12083 - Limitations
• Section 4 states speed limits shall not be established:
• Below the lower limit of the 10 mph pace speed; or
• 5 mph less than the 85th % speed

• The shall allows for limited engineering judgement to be applied
• Federal and State standards:

• Recommend these limits
• Allow for more engineering judgement
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Example 1: Case Rd near Maytown Rd
Posted Speed Limit: 50 mph
85th % Speed: 53 mph
Engineering Judgement:
• Freightliner NW, high percent
of heavy trucks
• Proposed new development
on west side of road
1/19/2022

Thurston County Public Works

14

Example 2: Woodard Bay Rd,
Boston Harbor Rd to Libbey Rd
Posted Speed Limit: 50 mph
85th % Speed: 52 mph
Engineering Judgement:
• Narrow shoulders
• High pedestrian activity
• Continuity with adjacent road
speed limits
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Example 3: 93rd Ave SE
Posted Speed Limit: 50 mph
85th % Speed: 51 mph
Engineering Judgement:
• Narrow shoulders
• Vertical Geometry
• Continuity with adjacent road
segment speed limits
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County Resolution 12083 –
Proposed Changes
• Request a public hearing to consider a new resolution to replace
County Resolution 12083
• Revise wording to allow for more engineering judgement

• Section 4. The speed limit shall should be established within the first five
(5) mile per hour increment at or below the 85% speed, unless analysis of
the considerations in (1) (b) to (e) above provides justification to establish
the speed limit at the second five mile per hour increment below the 85%
speed. The speed limit shall should not be established below the lower
limit of the 10 mph pace speed.
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Any Questions?
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